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In this article, we investigate the complex relationship between concerns about 
children and young people’s exposure to cinema in 1920s Australia and the use of 
film in education. In part, the Royal Commission into the Moving Picture Industry in 
Australia aimed to ‘ascertain the effect and the extent of the power of film upon 
juveniles’ and Commissioners spoke to educationalists, psychologists, medical 
professions, police officers and parents to gain insight into the impacts of movies on 
children. Numerous issues were canvassed in the Commission hearings such as 
exposure to sexual content, ‘excesses’ in film content, children’s inability to 
concentrate at school following cinema attendance and the influence of cinema on 
youth crime. While the Commission ultimately suggested it was parents’ role to 
police children’s engagements with cinema, it did make recommendations for 
restricting children’s access to films with inappropriate themes. Meanwhile, the 
Commission was very positive about film’s educational role stating that ‘the 
advantage to be gained by the use of the cinematograph as an adjunct to educational 
methods should be assisted in every possible way by the Commonwealth’. We draw 
on the Commission’s minutes of evidence, the Commission report and newspaper 
articles form the 1920s to the 1940s to argue that the Commission provides valuable 
insight into the beginnings of the use of screen content in formal schooling, both as a 
resource across the curriculum and as a specific focus of education through film 
appreciation and, later, broader forms of media education. The article argues debates 
about screen entertainment and education rehearsed in the Commission are reflected 
today as parents, concerned citizens and educators ponder the dangers and potential of 
new media technologies and media content used by children and young people such 
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In this article we argue that the 1927-1928 Royal Commission into the Moving 
Picture Industry in Australia contributed significantly to public discourse about the 
need to ‘discipline’ the screening of moving images in the Australian community in 
two ways. The first was through applying discipline to the nascent picture theatre 
industry to address social and moral concerns about children’s interactions with the 
screen. The second means of discipline was to deploy the cinematic apparatus for 
educational purposes to enhance children’s learning experiences. We suggest it is 
through the entwining of these social/moral and technological strands that film and 
media education began to emerge in Australian schools in the middle of the twentieth 
century. Furthermore, we suggest these two factors of social and moral concerns and 
technological possibility continue to play out in relation to children’s use of new 
media technologies today. The article begins by providing some background about the 
Commission and Australian culture, identity and children’s consumption of moving 
images before going on to discuss the social/moral and technological discourses about 
children’s film viewing in the early to mid twentieth century.  In addition to the Royal 
Commission Report and the Minutes of Evidence for the Commission, the article 
draws on newspaper reports from the 1920s to the 1940s to discuss the Report in its 





The Royal Commission into the Moving Picture Industry of 1927-28 was one of 58 
Royal Commissions appointed by Prime Minister Stanley Bruce between 1923 and 
1928 (Tulloch 1982 p.95). The Commission was set up in part in response to 
longstanding complaints by Australian filmmakers about unfair business practices 
among distributors and exhibitors, which were claimed to be primary reasons for the 
difficulties facing local practitioners. Importantly, the Commission was also a 
response to widespread concerns about the detrimental effects of American films in 
particular on the economic, social and cultural constitution of the nation, as well as on 
the moral and physical health of Australian children.1 Importantly, lobby groups 
concerned about the degrading impact of certain motion pictures were not totally 
opposed to cinema, and often advocated for the use of ‘appropriate’ films in schools. 
The League of Child Helpers, for example, whose secretary Charles Barrett appeared 
before the Commission in August 1927 and whose principal purpose was to distribute 
food to poorer school children, also claimed the following objectives: 
“To prevent the public exhibition of a poster or the screening of any motion 
picture which may be injurious to children; to produce and import instructive 
pictures suitable for screening in schools …” (“League of Child Helpers” 
1927, p.33) 
 
Various witnesses expressed concern that the American film represented a serious 
challenge to traditional imperial values and ties. In concert with anxieties about the 
suitability of particular films for children, and a belief in the civilising influence of 
film, pressure groups like the Good Film League opposed American films on 
patriotic, moral and aesthetic grounds. For Empire loyalists, the dissemination of 
American cultural values through film threatened the economic and social 
constitution of the Empire. Importantly, though not acknowledged in so many words, 
                                                 
1 For example, several branches of the Returned Soldiers and Sailors League of Australia passed 
resolutions in 1922 objecting “to the dissemination of foreign ideas into the national life of Australia, 
and with this in view, urges the Federal, State and municipal authorities to decree that at least 50 per 
cent of the films shown in each programme shall be those of Australian production” (“The Australian 
Sentiment” 1922, p. 4). In 1923, the Council of Public Education tabled a report in the Victorian 
parliament that inter alia called for censorship regulations to include “a specific reference to the 
prohibition of films of a disloyal or seditious nature” (“Education Problems” 1923, p.11). And at the 
second annual conference of the Country Women’s Association in May 1926, a resolution was passed 
calling for stricter censorship of films on the grounds that many films “were not only not instructive, 
but were very harmful in their effect” (“Country Women’s Association” 1926, p. 17). 
the widespread penetration of American cultural forms and values also threatened the 
‘natural’ elite position of Empire loyalists as guardians of local culture and identity. 
Similar concerns about American cinema were voiced by a growing band of 
Australianists who were determined to foster a distinctive and unique local culture, 
and to retain an Australian film production industry.  For the Australianists, the 
infiltration of American cultural forms and values, and their acceptance as ‘normal’ 
cultural practices reduced the potential for ‘genuine’ local culture to develop.  
 
In this way, a strange alliance was formed between cultural nationalists and imperial 
patriots. Both groups were concerned to counter the growing American cultural, 
social and economic influence in Australia. Both groups advocated for government 
intervention in distribution and exhibition in the forms of a quota of Australian and 
British films, and new taxes and tariffs. And both groups seized the opportunity that 
the Royal Commission presented to advocate their causes. 
 
One of the key issues for both groups was the impact of (American) cinema on the 
morals and health of children, and to a lesser extent, the educational potential of film.  
Of the 250 witnesses from whom the Commissioners heard evidence between June 
1927 and February 1928, a large number were “educationalists, psychologists, 
medical practitioners, police officers” while others represented concerned lobby 
groups such as the Good Film League (Commonwealth of Australia 1928a, p. 2).  The 
League, founded in 1922, was an offshoot of the National Council of Women, with 
around 300 members in New South Wales alone by the time of the Royal 
Commission public hearings in October 1927. It was one of the many women’s 
reform organisations that were set up in the first decades of the twentieth century, and 
attracted a number of high profile activists including many with a background or 
experience in education. The League’s first President was a kindergarten worker, 
Frances Anderson, and its first Treasurer, Margaret Brown, was vice principal of 
Women’s College. Other leading lights included women such as Mildred Muscio, 
former teacher, principal of Brighton College for Girls, Manly, and federal president 
of the National Council from 1927-1931; poet, war correspondent and novelist Louise 
Mack, who toured Australia with films for children throughout the 1920s; teacher and 
film critic for the Australian Women’s Weekly Beatrice Tildesley; and Phebe Watson, 
teacher, teacher-trainer and union activist (see Trethewey Kay Whitehead, 2003).   
 The Good Film League’s aims were “to encourage the presentation, under good 
conditions, of moving pictures of high ethical and artistic standard; to secure adequate 
censorship of all advertisements relating to moving pictures; and to extend the use, 
under healthy conditions, of moving pictures in school education” (‘Good Films 
Relation to Schools’ 1922, p.3). Although the League’s committee and members were 
keen to present themselves not “as moralists condemning the kinema [sic], but as 
patrons of a new and interesting art anxious to encourage what is best in that art” 
(“Near and Far” 1922, p.9), there was a strong moralist impulse behind their activism. 
The Commissioners were clearly impressed by the evidence of Muscio, Tildesley and 
Watson, as well as by the League’s activism; the League was praised for having 
“performed useful public service” and was considered to be “generally able to obtain 
and present the public view-point in regard to motion pictures” (Commonwealth of 
Australia 1928a p.17). The League’s aims were reproduced in full in the final report, 
and it was further noted that “The formation of similar public bodies in other States 
would be helpful to the industry and to the public generally” (Commonwealth of 
Australia 1928a, p. 17). The Commission’s recommendations were clearly influenced 
by the positions promoted by the League on issues including the appointment of a 
woman censor, and the imposition of conditions on matinee performances. 
 
In response to the evidence presented, the Commission made a series of 
recommendations and comments including: 
1. “the audience, and especially the young, should not be seated to close to the 
screen” (Commonwealth of Australia 1928a, p. 19) 
2. “The shortening of the programme at children’s performances and matinees” 
in order to reduce “listlessness and lack of concentration” (Commonwealth of 
Australia 1928a, p. 19) 
3. “stricter parental control” to reduce the potential harm of cinema 
(Commonwealth of Australia 1928a, p. 19) 
4. the establishment of a Censorship Board and grading of films suitable for 
children (Commonwealth of Australia 1928a, p. 19) 
The Commission also considered the role of “educational films”, and recommended 
that  
5. “the States recognizing the advantage to be gained by the use of the 
cinematograph as an adjunct to educational methods should be assisted in 
every possible way by the Commonwealth” (Commonwealth of Australia 
1928a, p. 20) 
 
Ultimately, however, since both film censorship and education were the province of 
the States rather than the Commonwealth, the introduction of a Censorship Board and 
the promotion of film in education by the federal government, were dependent on the 
States ceding some of their powers. The desire to maintain control over their own 
affairs, a legacy of the colonial period, lay behind the States’ reluctance to cede 
control of film censorship until Queensland, Western Australia and Tasmania finally 
acquiesced in 1949, with the other States following shortly thereafter. Education 
continues to remain principally a State responsibility to this day (see Bertrand 1978 
and Bertrand and Collins 1981). 
 
Children and the cinema in 1920s Australia 
 
The Royal Commission into the Moving Image Picture Industry in Australia provides 
us with the best available insight into the public discourse about children, young 
people, the cinema and education in the first decades of its introduction into 
Australian society.  This section of the article focuses on the appeal to moral and 
social standards called for by witnesses at the Commission. This is explored in terms 
of how children were positioned as future citizens and the subjects of physical, moral 
and social discipline.  
 
As the Commission report notes (Commonwealth of Australia, 1928a, p. 10), towards 
the end of the 1920s, there were an estimated 1250 picture theatres in Australia and an 
estimated annual cinema attendance of 110 million visits.  The Commission explicitly 
aimed to broaden its focus beyond the industry itself to include views on ‘the effect of 
films upon the community’ and this led to evidence being provided by: 
 
medical practitioners, police magistrates, justices of the peace, officials of 
children’s courts, psychologists, journalists, educationalists, representatives of 
women’s organizations, officials of Returned Sailors and Soldiers Imperial 
League of Australia, &c. (Commonwealth of Australia, 1928a, p. 2).  
 
Importantly, the Commission did not just report the perspectives of urban Australians.  
For instance, several non-capital city hearings took place in regional Queensland, 
including in Bundaberg, Cairns, Gladstone, Mackay, Rockhampton and Townsville 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1928a, p. 2). The 1928 Commission, then, provides a 
unique data set providing perspectives on the cinema, children and the implications 
for social development and education in 1920s Australia. 
 
The anxiety expressed by many witnesses at the Commission about children’s cinema 
attendance rehearsed broad public concerns in the 1920s about the future 
child/citizen. Much of the concern about children attending the cinema is conveyed in 
terms of children’s vulnerability to the influence of cinema and the dangerous ideas 
they are exposed to when watching unregulated films. Many of those who gave 
evidence to the Commission about children and cinema, particularly those associated 
with the Good Film League, expressed the view that film could play a role in 
imparting civilising and civic values in the young. Many of the same witnesses 
expressed specific concerns about American films on the grounds that the values they 
represented and the stories threatened British (which for most incorporated 
Australian) traditions and civilisation. As John Tulloch (1982, p.75) has shown, this 
was a class-based argument designed in part to control popular working class 
entertainments like the cinema in order to maintain the elite position of Empire 
loyalists as guardians of local culture and identity. In turn, this position undergirded 
public health activists’ concerns that picture theatres and film viewing were 
potentially physically unsafe for children.  
 
Well before the Commission hearings, there was a sense of moral panic about 
children’s cinema attendance in Australia. A 1921 story in the Sydney Morning 
Herald (“Children and the Cinema”, 1921) argued that children potentially experience 
physical and psychological harm at the cinema. The author claims that ‘the medical 
profession well knows that “night terrors” in children are more frequent and 
pronounced among those who attend “the movies” than among those who are kept 
away’.  A number of witnesses to the Commission argued that cinema attendance had 
specific physical effects on children.  In South Australia, for instance, Dr Gertrude 
Halley (Commonwealth of Australia, 1928b, p. 131) argued that frequent cinema 
attendance led children to become pale and sleepy, nervous and ‘highly strung’ and 
unable to concentrate at school. She also expressed concern about children’s eyesight 
(the effect of sitting too close to the screen) and argued in favour of more open-air 
cinemas to avoid the spread of disease.  
 
Other witnesses expressed concern about cinema undermining moral, ethical and legal 
standards, arguing that the potential for cinema to be used positively needed to be 
encouraged. For instance Mrs Edith Cowan, Member of the Children’s Court, Perth 
states the following about children and the cinema: 
 
It would almost seem to be taking the place of parents, teachers, Sunday 
schools, ministers, church-going, and every influence for good or for evil. In 
the Children’s Court, we repeatedly find that such is the case over promptings 
to various misdemeanours and harmful excitation of the child. 
 
The cinema could be used as before indicated, and as in daily school life, as 
well as in many interesting educational ways to illustrate all forms of life, 
increase interest in history, biography, travel, such fairy tales as those of May 
Gibbs and Hans Anderson, thus helping to imbue the child with high ideals, 
general upliftment, and also the good manners, which as William Wyckam 
said, “maketh the man.” Sunday pictures illustrating the Bible and other great 
works are needed. (Commonwealth of Australia, 1928b, p. 502) 
 
Cowan’s testimony exemplifies the desire to ‘discipline’ film viewing by children. 
Her testimony promotes the fear that entertainment cinema is displacing traditional 
institutional training towards good citizenship. It simultaneously suggests the power 
of cinema may be harnessed for good through the discipline of schooling and the 
church. The distinction between children’s entertainment cinema and the education / 
moral training potential of cinema is particularly notable in Cowan’s testimony. 
Another witness, Charles Barrette, the secretary of the League of Child Helpers, 
Melbourne argues that separate children’s cinema chains be should established, 
especially in ‘industrial areas’, presumably to ensure working class children are not 
unduly influenced by cinema (Commonwealth of Australia, 1928b, p.p. 458-459).  
Barrette’s plan includes a proposal that educational or quality entertainment films be 
screened in schoolrooms or Scout halls whilst entertainment films appropriate for 
adult audiences be screened for adults in the local cinema.  
 
At this point it is perhaps useful to consider broader social and cultural efforts to 
address children’s social and moral needs in the 1920s and it is pertinent to consider 
the Scouting and Girl Guides movements. Apart from cinema attendance in 1920s 
Australia, the Scouting and Girl Guides movements are the most prominent non-
school, church or sports activity available to children outside the family home. The 
Scouting and Girl Guides movements rose to prominence in Australia in the 1910s 
and 1920s and it was intended that it be infused with founder Lord Baden-Powell’s 
ideas for healthy living and preparation as the ‘citizen-soldier’ as outlined in Scouting 
for Boys: A Handbook for Instruction in Good Citizenship (1909). Baden-Powell 
promoted the Scouts as an all-boy organisation and his wife Olave Clair Baden-
Powell founded the Girl Guides along similar lines to the Scouts in the United 
Kingdom in 1910 (Summers, 1987). In addition to the iconic focus on camp life, 
woodcraft and scout craft, Scouting for Boys was filled with information about the 
benefits of early rising, exercise, and disease prevention.  Baden-Powell denounced 
smoking and drinking. The handbook promoted chivalry, the Knight’s Code, self-
sacrifice, cheeriness, honour, obedience and discipline and duty to God.  It also 
outlined the fall of the Roman Empire (due to bad citizenship) and the importance of 
helping the British Empire grow through being a good citizen and assisting the police.  
There is a specific section on ‘bad citizenship today’.   
 
Considerable evidence presented at the Commission represents children’s cinema 
attendance as everything Scouting is not. For instance, a number of witnesses suggest 
that children and young people have access to alcohol in the cinema (Commonwealth 
of Australia, 1928b, p.516), that low lighting allows promiscuous activity to take 
place (p.520) and that children are frequently exposed to the ‘sex question’ in films 
(p. 459). The Scouts and Girl Guides were seen in the 1920s to be providing children 
with a set of skills, values and resources that would be valuable for society, including, 
perhaps during war.  Cinema attendance, however, is associated with a lot that is 
wrong with society and potentially inculcates ‘bad citizenship’. Children’s screen 
entertainment undermines education, potentially leads to poorer health, and provides 
children with inappropriate role models. In addition, it exposes them to adult concepts 
that may be harmful to them. It is notable that in the 1940s the Odeon National 
Cinema Club in the UK (introduced to Australia via the Odeon chain) was explicitly 
modelled on the Scouts, to the point of having a ‘Club Promise’ to “tell the truth, to 
help others, to obey parents and to try to make this a better country to live in” 
(McQuaid, 1947, p. 141). We suggest this type of disciplining of film viewing by 
children in semi-formal contexts was a precursor to the eventual introduction of film 
appreciation in schools in Australia as discussed in the final section of this article. In 
the next section, though, we consider the discourse about the technology of cinema 
and its potential in education, as discussed during the Commission hearings.  
 
The utilisation of the cinematic apparatus for teaching and learning 
 
The Commission hearings provided an opportunity for the rehearsal of a version of 
technological utopianism about the ability of the cinematic apparatus to transform 
classroom learning. A number of Commission witnesses argued for the need to 
introduce ‘educational films’ into classrooms and for the potential of cinema as a 
technological breakthrough in classroom pedagogy. The Commission Report 
recognises the use of cinema in schools, suggesting that in certain states ‘the cinema 
has been placed in schools and pictures are shown as part of the routine school 
programme’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 1928a, p. 20).  The technological 
affordances of cinema are identified as a means to transform children’s educational 
experience. For instance, the Report notes that ‘Demonstrations by slow motion 
pictures are more vivid than by any other method’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 
1928a, p. 20).  Furthermore, the Minutes of Evidence present impressive accounts 
from ‘early adopter’ teachers. For instance, Robert Agnew an Assistant Teacher at 
Maroubra Junction Junior Technical School explains his experiments with cinema: 
 
With an open mind on the subject I applied to the Technical College, but I 
found it necessary to obtain private training.  After two years I persuaded the 
Parents and Citizens Association connected with the school to give me 
sufficient money to purchase the necessary plant, namely, 140 pounds.  The 
machine cost 110 pounds, and a further 30 pounds had to be expended in 
equipping the room. (Commonwealth of Australia 1928b, pp. 783) 
 
In response to a question about whether or not film enables children to better 
understand curriculum content he says: “Undoubtedly. After seeing “Life in China” 
they are able to discuss that subject, and they know more about it than the average 
adult. The film practically takes them to China” (p. 784). The Commissioners visited 
Maroubra Junction Public School to see a demonstration of films being used in 




A Sydney Morning Herald article about the Commissioners’ visit to the school 
(“Demonstration at Maroubra”, 1927) outlines how a group young girls, all under 
eight, are shown excerpts from a film version of Peter Pan, after listening to their 
teacher explain the story. The report suggests, “The children were obviously 
enthralled by it all, and went from the room looking forward eagerly to the remaining 
two-thirds of the film which were to be shown on later days”. In a lesson for a group 
of older geography students, the students viewed a film about the pearling industry in 
Broome. The newspaper reported on this demonstration positively as well: 
 
Here the flexibility of the medium well displayed itself; for the machine 
stopped at a caption while the teacher read the words aloud and commented on 
them; shut off altogether while a lantern-slide of a map was flashed on; and 
generally paused or hurried as the needs of the moment demanded. There was 
no mere running through of the film with comment rushing breathless to keep 
up with it. The picture had been made an integral part of the lesson. 
In this educational context, then, the teacher and students have control over the 
cinematic apparatus in a manner that is not available during the screening of an 
entertainment film. The students’ experience of education is potentially transformed 
because the projector and screen allows them to interact with words and images in 
ways that were previously unavailable to them.  
 
Broader public discussion from this period in Australian history, perhaps due to the 
influence of The Commission, suggests that cinema was being promoted as an 
important technology to transform education. In an article in the Ipswich-based 
Queensland Times in 1928, the Queensland Minister for Education notes that:  
 
… his attention had just been directed to the progress made in the use of the 
cinema in schools in England. The Queensland Education Department was 
entirely in accord with the idea of the use of cinema in schools, considering it 
to be a very beautiful and effective means of giving education. (“The Cinema, 
Use in Schools Favoured by Minister”, Queensland Times, 7 July, 1928, p. 9) 
 
The Minister reported the cinema was already being employed at Gatton Agricultural 
College, Brisbane Central Technical College and the Teachers Training College. The 
biggest obstacle noted by the Minister was the difficulty of setting up a dedicated 
room in each school and also the supply of suitable films.  The Minster notes his 
department was willing at all times to facilitate “the attendance of children at picture 
theatres where good educational films were being shown”.  
 
There is a sense of utopian celebration about cinema’s potential to transform 
education in the witness testimony, newspaper articles and Commission 
recommendations. Common to this discourse is that children will become more 
engaged in the classroom, the teacher will play a lesser role and knowledge will be 
more easily attained.  Nearly always, someone, somewhere else is already 
‘extensively’ using this technology. For instance, the Commission argues that film 
was being used extensively in the United States (Commonwealth of Australia 1928a, 
p. 20). 
 
Despite the Commission’s recommendations, newspaper articles suggest that cinema 
does not have a common presence in Australian schools until the late 1940s or early 
1950s (Bertrand & Collins, 1981, pp. 76-81).  For instance, it is not until almost ten 
years after the Commission, in 1937, that the Sydney Morning Herald includes a story 
about early attempts to bring cinema to a broader range of schools: 
 
Here and there in New South Wales nowadays children are settling in their 
seats in a darkened school room. A screen is pulled down over a blackboard, 
and a moving picture flashes across the room. Everybody likes it, and, if it is a 
good film, everybody remembers it. At least it asks no embarrassing questions 
about unprepared homework, even if it does mean that a set of questions on 
the film will follow. (“Educating Children in the Dark: Films in Australian 
Schools – what is being done abroad” Sydney Morning Herald, April 27, 
1937, p.6).  
 
The article goes on to explain that the New South Wales Department of Education 
supports a small projection unit to travel from school to school to show educational 
films.  The first systematic implementation like this was for a film about the 
Queensland sugar industry. Another article from the time explains that the 
Department conducted a series of demonstration lessons in “visual education” in over 
200 schools around New South Wales. As a result, several schools purchased 
projectors and the Department established a film library for school use (“Teaching 
Made Easy”, 1938). Around this same time ‘visual education’ became more common 
across the country as various State education departments supported the introduction 
of film projection equipment into schools and developed film libraries, providing 
schools with access to films to screen in the classroom (Wasson, 1971). Despite these 
attempts to promote the use of cinema in schools in this period, however, the take up 
was slow, perhaps due to the impact of the Second World War.  A 1945 article in 
Brisbane’s Courier Mail states: 
 
One of the things we can put on the credit side in the wasteful and destructive 
war that has just ended in the great advance in educating by film and radio. 
Our duty now is to apply the new knowledge in the schools. It will not be 
easy… Americans, always lovers and exploiters of the movie, have coined an 
imposing name for it – “audio-visual training.” American schools and colleges 
run to Film Appreciation as a regular subject, and several of their universities 
have directors of visual education. (“Schools of the Air”, 1945) 
 
Although the Commission had great enthusiasm for the use of film in education, then, 
it was at least twenty years before it became widely available in schools. Like many 
subsequent technologies, a range of social, economic and material factors influenced 
its implementation in classrooms. It was not until projectors became manageable and 
affordable and a sufficient range of films was made available to schools that it 
became a desirable technology for most schools. Furthermore, although cinema 
eventually had an impact in classrooms, it arguably did little to change the 
predominant pedagogy of most teachers. As Ken Robinson has argued (2011, pp. 49-
62), early 21st century classrooms often resemble industrial revolution inspired 19th 
century classrooms, despite the availability of new technologies. In the final section 
of this article, we want to argue that a significant change that was made possible by 
the availability of cinematic projectors in classrooms after the Second World War was 
the gradual introduction of film appreciation, which subjected cinema to yet another 
form of discipline – the curriculum. 
 
The emergence of Film Appreciation  
This section argues that the eventual emergence of film appreciation in Australia in 
the 1940s derives from the entwining of the two strands outlined above: disciplining 
the future child/citizen’s consumption of films and technological utopianism about the 
transformation of education associated with the cinematic apparatus. The Royal 
Commission rehearses a clear distinction between American entertainment films that 
are seen as problematic content for children’s consumption and educational films, or 
quality fictional films that have the power to enhance the school experience. There is 
an evident desire within testimony from Commission witnesses to discipline the 
screen to ensure it appeals directly to the intellect through the identification of value 
in response to the dangers of the emotional appeals of entertainment cinema.  It is not 
difficult to trace the link between the desire to produce a certain sort of future citizen 
who desires quality films, who thinks critically about film and who may even go on to 
make quality films in future, or at least demand them as audience members, and the 
emergence of film appreciation. Teaching about film, rather than through film is a 
logical outcome of the desire to discipline the screen. 
 
During the Commission hearings, at least a few educators provided testimony that 
identifies them as individuals who in subsequent decades might have been film 
educators, teaching film analysis and perhaps film production in school. Theodore 
Dawson, a Geography Master at Scots College Sydney, spoke at length about his 
work as both a teacher and a producer of education films. He suggests to the 
Commissioners regarding school-based film production: 
Another aspect of this subject is that schools may make their own pictures. A 
little cinemakodak (sic) would yield very good results. At our own sports this 
year I made pictures of rowing, football, boxing, and other sports, and the 
boys put on a comedy at the end. I called it “Haggis”, because it was such a 
mixture. (Commonwealth of Australia 1928b, pp. 746) 
 
The Cine-Kodak, released in 1923 was the first 16mm film camera available to semi-
professional and serious amateur filmmakers. Dawson’s reference to school-located 
filmmaking, including the involvement of students, might be read a precursor to the 
study of film production in schools. Later Dawson also explains how he has engaged 
his students in conversation about the kind of films they enjoy watching, saying: 
This morning I took a vote of about 200 boys at the school to find out who 
was their favourite screen artist. [The list showed] that the boys like a good 
comedy and pictures of the strong man type. It is significant that the first lady 
appears as number 11,and she is a comedian. That vote was taken from boys 
between the ages of 15 and 17. (Commonwealth of Australia 1928b, pp. 746) 
 
This slippage into discussion about popular film genres, actors and gender during the 
Commission suggests that there was the potential for at least some critical thinking 
around film in the classroom, indicative of the very early emergence of film 
appreciation in schools.  
 
Robert Agnew from Maroubra Junction Junior Technical School provides evidence 
that in addition to obviously ‘educational’ films shown at the school like ‘Norco 
Butter Factory’ and ‘Newcastle Steel Works’, film versions of classic novels and fairy 
tales are run, such as ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ and ‘Alice in Wonderland’.  Of the 
latter he says “So popular has this film become that the children have all read this 
juvenile classic with great eagerness” (Commonwealth of Australia 1928b, pp. 783).  
We suggest that the obvious pleasure children experienced from viewing these films 
at school, and the effective ‘analysis’ of the film via discussion of the narrative and 
characters presented in the literary versions of the stories, is a version of film 
appreciation.  It would not have been possible for teachers to separate the discussion 
of the written version of the story from the story presented on the screen. 
Furthermore, these film versions of well regarded literature are precisely the kind of 
films many witnesses at the Commission argued should be available to school 
children as a means of raising the standard of children’s film consumption and 
enhancing their education. In this sense, then, ‘reading’ these films becomes part of 
the process of appreciating the value of these ‘quality’ films. Within this discourse, 
film for education is in complete concert with film as a civilising agent, motivated by 
adult critique and criticism of entertainment films.  It was only a matter of time before 
film appreciation would emerge from this as an academic pursuit in schools in its own 
right, a process that had already taken place in the United States. 
 
Formal approaches to the study of film in education began in the U.S. in response to 
both a desire to identify quality cinema and in response to concerns about the moral 
and social impact of cinema. The first university course in film, ‘Photoplay 
Composition’ was taught at Columbia University in 1915 (Polan 2007, pp.33-89). The 
concept of ‘film appreciation’ began to emerge there at this time in large part through 
the work of the National Board of Review (NBR), the censorship and classification 
body established by cinema exhibitors in New York in 1909. ‘Film appreciation’ was 
initially conceived as an antidote to the claims of moral crusaders that cinema 
corroded public standards, although it soon became clear that the goal of better public 
education about film was shared by film makers, exhibitors and enthusiasts, as well as 
by those keen to censor the medium. For the former group, ‘film appreciation’ would 
enhance awareness of the art and craft of filmmaking and build informed interest in 
the medium, while for the latter, the ability to discern ‘quality’ filmmaking would 
lead to public demand for the studios to meet and maintain certain standards in 
production.  
 
In his history of film education in the U.S., Dana Polan discusses the pioneering work 
of NBR member and education sociologist Frederic Thrasher, who taught a course at 
New York University in what would later be termed ‘media effects’ in the 1930s. 
Thrasher had earlier worked as a researcher for the Payne Fund Studies, a series of 
works examining the effects of films on ordinary Americans, and in particular on 
children (see Jowett, Jarvie and Fuller, 1996). The eighth and concluding volume in 
the series was Edgar Dale’s How to Appreciate Motion Pictures, published in 1933. 
Dale’s book differed from the other Payne Fund volumes because rather than seeking 
to identify the effects of film viewing, he suggested techniques to help young people 
to critically examine films in school. While the Payne Fund studies were used to 
bolster the case for the introduction and enforcement of the Hays Code and film 
censorship in the United States, Dale promoted education as the best response to the 
influence of film. How to Appreciate Motion Pictures was one of twenty cinema 
related books chosen in 1936 by the National Library of Australia to help “foster an 
informed understanding of a social force with such potentialities and such influence” 
(“Understanding the Film: A National Library Book Guide”, 1936). 
 
The concept of film appreciation began to take hold in the UK in the 1930s. In his 
history of screen education in Britain, Terry Bolas notes that the term first appeared in 
a 1934 article in the journal Sight and Sound on ‘The School Film Society’. The same 
journal issue contained Paul Rotha’s review of Dale’s book How to Appreciate 
Motion Pictures, in which Rotha observes that ‘film appreciation’ is a reference to the 
training of film taste (Bolas, 2009 pp.16-17). Indirectly this evokes contemporaneous 
debates over ‘quality’ in literature and the construction of a literary canon that were 
pursued by followers of British scholar F.R. Leavis whose work, as Bolas documents, 
had a profound influence on many of the key figures in screen education in the UK 
(see Bolas 2009). The discourses of quality and ‘appreciation’ were overtly didactic 
and normative, intent on defining what students should like, rather than taking notice 
of what they actually watched or enjoyed. These discourses were also in part reactions 
to and defences from both the disdain with which the idea of studying film, and later 
television, was often met in both public and academic life (Bolas, 2009, pp. 60-61), 
and from simultaneous concerns about the detrimental effects of audiovisual media on 
public morals and social mores, particularly among the young.  
 
Stories about developments in Film Appreciation in Britain were covered in the 
Australian press in the 1930s. The Maitland Daily Mercury newspaper reported in 
1935 that research was being conducted at Hemel Hempstead Grammar School in 
England ‘to test the influence of teaching children how to study films, and how to 
appreciate the properties of the film medium, or their ability to learn from films’ 
(“Film Appreciation: School Research”, 1935). Two years later, the Newcastle 
Morning Herald and Miners’ Advocate reported on a ‘comprehensive scheme’ to 
teach film appreciation at a school in Essex (“Films in School”, 1937).  
 
In the 1930s, an increasing focus on children and teachers using film to develop 
critical thinking broadened the base of support for the educational use of cinema. As 
early as 1932, South Australia’s director of education advocated children’s 
discriminating use of cinema to the Institute of Public Administration in Adelaide in 
the following terms: 
The success of the educational film will depend upon the attitudes of the 
teachers generally. It must not stifle the imagination, curb the mental effort, or 
reduce the children to a state of passive receptivity. Mental training, not 
loading up with matter, must be the aim of the teachers. (“Must be true to life: 
Cinema education for children Teachers’ task”, 1932) 
 
The director was referring to teachers taking their students to see entertainment-based 
films at local cinemas rather than in-class screenings of ‘educational’ films.  In 1941, 
the newly elected president of the Victorian Teachers Union argued in favour of a 
discrimination approach to ‘Visual Education’ in schools: ‘The visual education 
committee is very anxious to develop the tastes of children for the right types of films 
and also to help develop the powers of discrimination which generally need direction 
in young children’ (“Visual Education in Schools”, 1941). These early traces of 
advocacy for film appreciation in formal education contexts in Australia display a 
clear connection to the Commission’s discussions about film viewing and children’s 
moral and social development and cinema’s promise as a technology for the 
transformation of education.  
 
Film appreciation became more formalised in Australian education in the late 1940s 
when W.H. Perkins began to promote film appreciation in the Tasmanian English 
curriculum (Perkins 1963, pp. 9-18). It was further enhanced when University of 
Melbourne education lecturer, N.H. Rosenthal introduced film appreciation into the 
University’s teacher education course in the early 1950s (Rosenthal, 1953). By the 
middle of the century, then, a means of disciplining the cinema as the subject of 
school study was emerging.  Of course, teachers continued to use the cinematic 
apparatus across the curriculum as a resource for visual learning, but it was though 
film appreciation that children could be taught to ‘tame’ the cinema and make 
appropriate decisions about their film entertainment, based on their knowledge of it.  
As Rosenthal argued:  
 
Experience of film is already the lot of most children. Having regard to the 
influence which film exercises on their daily lives and environment, the school 
cannot escape the responsibility for providing the knowledge that will qualify 
the child to select his [sic.] entertainment. (Rosenthal 1953, p.11 original 
emphasis) 
 
From this perspective, the ultimate goal of film appreciation is to produce a future 
citizen capable of appreciating cinema as an art form.  The forms of film appreciation 
that began to emerge in the 1940s and 1950s fulfil the desire of the Good Film League 




The 1928 Royal Commission into the Moving Picture Industry in Australia provides 
us with a unique insight into public attitudes about children and young people’s use of 
cinema, the most popular form of entertainment in Australia during the 1920s.  In 
addition, it is evident that the dominant discourses about cinema’s social and moral 
impact and it’s potential as a transformative technology for education continued to 
have resonance for many years following the Commission.  Indeed, although we have 
had over 40 years of cultural theory and the ready inclusion of popular culture in 
today’s classrooms, concerns for the future child/citizen and technological utopianism 
have not disappeared. One only has to look at recent moral panics about young people 
and social media and initiatives to develop forms of digital citizenship to see that 
children and young people are often still framed as being vulnerable to the dangers of 
the media.  On the other hand, the hype about new technologies like the iPad and the 
systematic implementation of ‘bring your own device’ in many schools attests to the 
power of the discourse of technological utopianism in education. From this 
perspective, a significant part of the value of interrogating the Royal Commission and 
its impact on education is that it has a lot to teach us not just about the considerable 
social impact of the cinema in Australia in the 1920s, but about the ways in which 
discourses about moving images, screens and education continue to be circulated 
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